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For my little girl, Iona.


One day your old Dad is going to have a lot of explaining to do about these books.


 


 


And in memory of two of my favourite writers:


 


Joel Lane (1963–2013):
Birmingham’s finest writer of the weird tale.


 


Colin Wilson (1931–2013):
whose ideas have always been such an inspiration to me.











CLOSER BY DARKNESS THAN LIGHT


The most dreadful thing of all – the figure materialized at my bedside and actually spoke to me. I remember the words, which he repeated twice before he vanished: ‘Come and get me, Dod.’


Blackwoods Magazine, 1840 
(letter from a reader)









DAY ONE









ONE


The dream receded quickly and Stephanie recalled little of it, beside an anxious desire to leave a cold, greyish place; a narrow space in which people stood too close to her. One of them had been crying.


Into the unsettling moments, trailing the end of sleep, came a relief that only her panic lingered from the nightmare. The respite was twinned with a sense of loss for something important, yet indefinable and left incomplete. And she was cold. Where her head poked out of the duvet it stiffened, as though her bed had been placed outside of the building.


Stephanie’s eyes were open. She was lying on her back and could see nothing above. But inside the darkness was a voice, a muffled continuous voice surrounding her waking thoughts. Not a single word was loud or clear enough to be understood, but she was horribly certain the muttering could not be part of the dream because she was fully awake. There was no urgency to the voice, or particular emphasis, or even emotion; the tone suggested monotony, a monologue.


The voice issued from the side of the room, near the fireplace that she couldn’t make out in the dark. Even with the lights off, not even an ambient glimmer peeked around the thick curtains.


A radio? In another room?


Though the more she considered the voice, the greater was her impression that someone was speaking behind the wall on the other side of the room. But there was nothing on the other side because the house was detached. So perhaps a television was switched on – yes, don’t forget those – in the room below her own, and the sound was travelling up through the chimney.


When the voice in the fireplace began sobbing, Stephanie felt like joining in. It was a strange kind of broadcast that allowed one person to speak continuously before breaking down on air.


Could be another tenant. In a nearby room someone might have been talking to themselves and was now crying. This sound of genuine anguish introduced a picture into Stephanie’s mind of a woman kneeling on the floor beside an open fireplace, clutching her face.


She could not go and ask after them. She disliked herself for feeling embarrassed by another’s distress, but it was the middle of her first night in the house and she wasn’t confident enough to offer that kind of gesture to a stranger.


But thank God it’s only a neighbour. For a moment I thought—


The tension returned to her body and her mind so quickly and with such force that she sucked in her breath as if she’d stepped into cold water. Because no radio or television or heartbroken tenant could possibly account for the scratching that began beneath her bed.


She might have risen from the bedclothes screaming had she not arrived at a new hope: that the grating noise against timber was issuing from beneath the floorboards, as opposed to the wooden slats on the underside of the bedframe.


Mice! There were mice here; she had seen two little cardboard traps, the type containing a blob of poisonous blue bait, on the first floor landing and the second floor toilet. When she was shown around the house yesterday morning the sight of the traps had shocked her; they were another symbol of diminishing choices, of being compromised by poverty – a side to freedom improperly considered before independence was achieved, or exchanged for a different kind of captivity. But she’d lived in a building infested with mice before, and seen similar traps in the warehouse where she worked last summer.


And during your first night in the darkness and unfamiliarity of a new room in a strange building, the sound of mice was bound to be alarming and to seem too large a disturbance for small animals. When you lay alone in bed, the sound of tiny claws were amplified in the silence of deep night, everyone knows that. Only in these circumstances could such a noise suggest the activity of determined human hands beneath your bed.


The mice were having a go at something that was rustling. Polythene. Maybe. Yes, it must be polythene. There could be a plastic carrier bag under there and the mice, or rats – don’t even go there – were having a go at the bag, or tearing something under the floorboards. Yes, that is a better idea.


Beneath her bed the sound of rustling increased in volume and ardour and her imagination swamped her thoughts again with the notion that these were, in fact, human fingers pulling at polythene. She was just about to sit up and reach for the bedside lamp – the one she’d read by before she fell asleep, satisfied she’d found a new room so quickly – when everything suddenly got worse and she was filled with the kind of fear that was mindless, that was madness. Because Stephanie could now hear a fresh intrusion of noise inside her room.


Beyond the foot of her bed, between the two large sash window frames, was a table and chair. On the table were her unpacked bags. And from this area came a rustling, a rummaging, as if someone’s hands were going through her rucksack. The painted floorboards beneath the rug creaked as the intruder shifted its weight.


Behind the fireplace a woman wept.


Under the bed fingers pulled at polythene.


The darkness was filling with sound.


Stephanie could see nothing. The air was so cold she shivered. She desperately wanted to reach for the bedside light, but that would creak the old bedframe. She didn’t want to make a sound, any sound at all.


And what will I do if I turn the light on and someone is standing there?


The door to her room was locked. The key was inside the lock. Had they come in through a window? Could she get off the bed and reach the door, and hold the key in her fingers, and turn the key in the lock, and open the door, and step through the doorway . . . before it reached her?


Can I fight? Should I start screaming?


She had no strength for screaming, let alone defence. Everything inside her was frigid with a fear so vast she was nothing but terror; she became stone from the hair on her head to the toes on her feet.


Unwelcome images flashed: cotton buds being used to take swabs, police officers in plastic overalls collecting hairs from a carpet, a gurney covered with a sheet being loaded into an ambulance, watched by a woman in the doorway of a nearby house.


Stephanie sat up and reached for the bedside table. The bedframe made the sound of an old wooden ship.


The rifling of her bags stopped.


She slapped a hand around the bedside table. The wooden surface was cold under her mostly useless fingers. She found the rubber cable with the light switch attached to it, then lost the cable, sensed it swing away from her fingertips in the darkness.


Footsteps creaked across the floor towards her bed.


She groped for the cable again and found the metal stem of the lamp instead. When she located the cable her desperate fingers twitched their way to the plastic switch.


Beneath her feet the mattress dipped as someone sat down.


Through the darkness she was sure a face was moving closer to her own.


She snapped the lamp on and turned to confront the intruder sitting on the end of her bed.


‘Oh God, oh God, oh God, shit, shit, shit, oh God.’









TWO


Stephanie sat in the pre-dawn darkness with the duvet grasped under her chin. Through the open curtains the sky turned from black-blue to mackerel-grey. The bedside light was switched on. The overhead light was switched on. In the palm of one hand her mobile phone was cloudy with the heat from her tight grip. On the bedside cabinet the small travel clock clicked towards six a.m.


When she’d turned the bedside light on, there had been no one sitting on her bed and no one in her room. When she’d summoned the courage to look under the bed, she’d seen large balls of greyish dust on painted floorboards, but no plastic bag. Her door key was still hanging from the lock of the secured door. The sash windows were closed and held tight with metal clasps. Only her clothes occupied the walnut-veneered wardrobe. She couldn’t be sure that someone had actually interfered with her bags during the night either, because she’d left them unzipped and gaping before she went to bed.


The scratching under the bed must have stopped when the light came on, though she couldn’t recall the exact moment the noise ceased. When she put an end to the darkness there had been no voice in the fireplace either.


The fireplace grate and surround were made from metal, thickly coated in black paint and dusty. The chimney flue was no more than a few inches across. She’d moved her ear close to the fireplace and heard what sounded like a distant wind, nothing more.


Stephanie looked at the walls around her more closely. They had not been decorated in years, not since the yellowing paper, carrying the impression of bamboo stalks and leaves, had been pasted upon them. The room was as depressing as the others she had lived in since leaving home; small capsules of space left stranded by the onward surge of life, untouched by modernization and a source of revulsion for those of means. These rooms were now home to those who were only one more misfortune away from homelessness, and so close to dropping out of the statistics of the unemployed and into the statistics of those with no fixed address, or those reported missing.


Stephanie squeezed the duvet until her nails pressed through the fabric and hurt the palms of her hands.


Thoughts of the MDMA she’d once taken came back to her with the full weight and pressure of an accusation, as did memories of the skunk weed she’d smoked a few times, and the magic mushroom tea she’d once drunk – all three years ago in her first year at college. She wondered if those brief and fledgling experiments with drugs had been the cause of the hallucinations; some kind of delayed reaction.


And as she sat in bed, waiting for the morning, it began to seem a long time since she had woken in a room loud with intrusive sound. Most of her mind now insisted that the experience was part of the indistinct nightmare, that had continued in the form of footsteps crossing the room, followed by the impression of someone sitting on the bed. All of it could have been imagined.


Must have been.


But what she had so recently heard in the dark didn’t feel like the lingering effects of a dream. After she had slapped the lights on and finished her inspection of her sealed room, she’d thought about ghosts for a long time. And she remembered a story her dad had told her. Long before her natural mother died, her dad told her that his own mother, Stephanie’s paternal grandmother, once appeared beside his bed and asked, ‘Are you coming?’ The following morning her dad was called on the phone by his sister to say their mother had died the night before, in her bed, in her home, on the other side of town. The story had enthralled Stephanie, but also given her a hope that death was not the end. What she’d just endured made her wish that death was, in fact, final.


Her dad also used to call her ‘my miracle girl’ because she’d come close to death as a toddler after swallowing seawater. She had no memory of the incident, but had briefly wondered, when she was small, if nearly dying had made her special. Because at the funerals of both her grandfathers, in a way she still could not explain, she remembered being engulfed by a sense of them around her, and inside her head, at the terrible moment their coffins rolled behind the red curtains in the same crematorium chapel in Stoke.


But this was the sum total of her experience with the supernatural. Stephanie hadn’t watched a horror film since she was sixteen and she wasn’t religious. She’d always assumed she needed to sort out her place in this world before she thought of the next.


Looking back on the episode that had so recently occurred in her new room, she was struck by a notion that two very different places had opened onto each other, or come together.


The sky turned from mackerel to white-grey.


Exhaustion lay heavy inside her body, but the fatigue helped the shock dwindle. Listless memories of the previous day drifted through her mind as the sun rose.


There was a blister on the little toe of her right foot and her calf muscles bulged with aches; both reminders of the three trips she had made on foot from a tiny rented room in another sub-divided house in Handsworth to this one. She’d carried her bags three miles through quiet, identical streets choked with parked cars. Her new room was the same price but much bigger than her last place – a room she had called the cell. She’d nearly gone mad inside ‘the cell’ during her first few months in Birmingham.


Weariness from the move and from the weekend’s two twelve-hour shifts, working as a steward in the reception of a caravan show, had put her to sleep before ten p.m. She’d awoken more frightened than she could remember between two and three. In one hour, un-refreshed and tense, she would need to leave for work.


How did I get here? Why is this happening to me?


She ran through the seemingly ordinary sequence of events that led to her sitting up in bed, terrified and praying for the dawn light to hurry into the sky. The day before, an overly friendly man she had found it hard to like, a Mr McGuire, or ‘knacker’, had guided her round 82 Edgehill Road: an old, neglected, but otherwise ordinary house with rooms he let out to lodgers scratching around the bottom of the rental market.


Knacker was the landlord and lived on the top floor in a private flat. He had shown her this large room with high ceilings that she had been so excited to find at forty pounds per week. It had been advertised on a card in the window of a local grocer’s: BIG ROOM. 40 QUID FOR WEAK. GIRLS ONLY. SHARD BAFROOM, KICHEN. V CLEEN. There had been a mobile phone number too, and she had grinned at the misspellings and imagined the house was let by migrants for whom English was still a mystifying second language. Many of the big Victorian houses in the area were sub-divided into bedsits. Her ex-boyfriend, Ryan, who was working in Coventry, knew Birmingham well and had said Perry Barr was mostly an Asian area, but increasingly popular with Eastern European migrants and students from the City of Birmingham University. He’d said it was really cheap, and really cheap was all she had the budget for. But at least this place was only let to females, and in the most deprived areas of town that was an asset among such unappealing pickings.


There was nothing extraordinary about the circumstances of her being here; anyone in the same position could have ended up in the same room and, therefore, experienced the same thing. But sitting in a strange bed, in an unfathomable building, made her feel that her life resembled a landscape pitted with bad decisions and unfortunate situations created by circumstances she had no control over. And the craters of hasty choices, or impacts made by fate, were interspersed with the shadows of anxiety about her immediate future.


Did she always bring these situations upon herself? Her stepmother had always said as much. Bitch. But how is it done, how is control over your life possible when you have no money, and no prospect of getting more than a little to survive on? To exist on was closer to the truth. Because that is what you are doing: existing, not living.


A familiar suspicion revived itself: that she hadn’t even started in life and was still outside it somehow, looking in, drifting, or being blown about its fringes, while trapped in places where anything could happen to her.


Regret had become tangible overnight and was now a lump in her throat and a cold weight in her tummy; it made her face literally feel too long. Taking the room had been impulsive, as was handing over £320 in cash as a deposit and first month’s rent to a man who made her wary.


She now seriously regretted not calling Ryan and asking if he knew anything about the street, or even to come down to get his sense of the landlord. She hadn’t spoken to Ryan in a month, but didn’t know anyone else well enough to ask them to perform such a task on her behalf. Her friends were mostly at home with their parents, applying for jobs, retaking A Levels and signing on in Stoke.


Now that she wanted to leave the house and move on again after only one night, Stephanie worried she might not get her deposit back from knacker McGuire. She would need the deposit to pay for the next room, or there would be no next room. Until she was paid for the temp work she had this week, she was down to fourteen pounds and change. Fourteen pounds and thirty-two pence to be exact, because when you are skint you do count every penny.


According to the text message she’d received from the temp agency yesterday afternoon, while she lugged her bags between the two houses, she would spend the next three days giving out food samples in a shopping centre. So when today’s eight-hour shift finished, unless she retrieved her deposit and found a new room that didn’t require a reference, she would have to return to this house. To this very room. There was nowhere else for her to go.


She didn’t know what to do. Stephanie cried as quietly as she could, her wet face pressed into the duvet. She thought of the woman she’d heard in the night.


House of tears.


The sky’s brief glow was smothered by charcoal clouds full of rain. She would have to get ready for work soon.


At ten minutes past six the world reinserted itself into her isolation and introversion. Hot water pipes and the solitary radiator beside her bed gurgled reassuringly. The air about her face warmed. In the distance of the house, downstairs she thought, a door closed. Soon after a toilet flushed. In the room behind hers, at the end of the corridor and overlooking the street, the heavy footsteps of a stranger announced themselves and remained an active presence until her alarm sounded at half past six.


In the cluttered concrete yard beneath her windows, a dog stirred and moved its short chain. Far off, a police car raced through the dawn streets. The dog barked a gruff, angry retort, then whistled through its nose and fell silent.


Stephanie got out of bed and found her robe, her towel and her washbag. The rug was crispy beneath the soles of her bare feet. She unlocked the door and felt her skin prickle and shrink in the cold air of the unlit corridor outside her room. By the light that fell from the doorway of her room, she watched the other two doors on her floor. The occupants had fallen silent. No light bled from beneath their doors. She did not know who lived in the rooms around her, and that ignorance made her feel small and vulnerable and nervous. She’d not long stopped crying, but her eyes burned again.


She looked at the fly-specked lightshade above her, noted the forlorn silence of the unlit stairwell. The place was a refuge for transients like her. The dismal corridor seemed to confirm that this was where she belonged now: a place of indifference, anonymous neighbours, coughs in the night from gruff throats, creaks of worn bedframes, and televisions murmuring behind closed doors; hidden histories, disparate accents and alien languages, the awkwardness of meeting strangers in shabby corridors with dressing gowns tucked under their chins. This was a place of stale air and overfull bins, compromised privacy, petty thefts, and new faces as worn but disingenuously watchful as the last crowd.


She’d seen it all before in the six months since she’d left home. Not yet twenty and her eyes should never have looked upon this side of life. If her dad was still alive he’d have been furious with Val, her stepmother, who’d thrown her out. ‘You don’t want to find yourself down there. Down there with the rest of them,’ he’d said while she studied for her A levels, specifically to escape a home traumatized by her stepmother’s personality disorder – an instability that had raged daily beneath the roof of Val’s house until Stephanie was gone from it. There was no going back there.


Yesterday, when she’d asked about the other tenants in the house, knacker had sniffed and said, ‘Uvver girls. Stoodents mostly. All kinds, Powls – all kinds bin in ’ere over the years.’ knacker had come up from Essex to take care of his family home, but claimed to be a Brummy originally, and constantly sniffed up his long, bony nose during the interview. ‘All over. Bin all over, me. Like to move around, yeah? Spain, you name it. Bin everywhere, me. Done it all.’


Though he hadn’t said much specifically about himself or the house, he had asked her a lot of questions. With hindsight, once he had the deposit, she wondered if he’d actually been evasive about the other tenants, while she’d mistaken his brief non-committal replies for disinterest. His big washed-out eyes had slid all over her but darted away when she looked directly at him.


She didn’t want to think about his face. She didn’t want to be here. Not for the first time since she left Stoke, with her stepmother ranting behind her, she asked herself, What have you done?









THREE


The bathroom was cold enough to make her think twice about a shower. The air bit her face, her ankles and feet. Even with the water splashing hot inside the tub and creating steam, the mere thought of removing her gown was an anticipation of pain.


Grit and fluff had stuck to the soles of her feet when she’d flitted down one flight of stairs to the communal bathroom on the first floor. She wished she’d worn her trainers, or ended her resistance to slippers; they had their uses.


She checked the radiator. It burned red hot but failed to transfer any heat into the cramped space.


The room was bone dry and dusty. A red carpet, as stiff and desiccated as the rug in her room, crackled under her feet. Plain paper painted a watery yellow covered the walls. In the corners above the toilet and sink, a rash of black spores erupted from damp plaster. Around the sink, old black whiskers had fossilized under the overflow hole. She wondered if she would have become a resident if she’d properly inspected the bathroom during her tour yesterday. Though to be honest, she’d used worse.


Sitting on the toilet to pee, she sensed being on the edge of a bad smell that wouldn’t fully reveal its source. There was a strong odour of damp and old carpet in the air of the bathroom, but the ripe sweetness of meat in deep bins suggested itself too.


Wiping the grimy and discoloured enamel of the bath with sodden toilet paper was a delaying tactic for actually stepping into the shower. When was the last time the bath had been cleaned?


Up on the second floor there was only a toilet on the landing, without a sink, so there was no alternative to this bathroom in such a large building. But the sink and the toilet seat had been dusty before she used them, which was odd because she had heard this toilet flush a little while ago, so someone must have been in here.


As far as she could tell there was a self-contained flat on the ground floor, another on the third floor, and six bedrooms in the communal section of the building: three bedrooms on the first floor, three on the second floor, but only one complete bathroom. Grim. The idea of someone not washing their hands after using the toilet this morning made her wince. What sort of people lived here?


She checked the time on her phone. Better get a move on.


She laid her shampoo and conditioner bottles behind the blotchy taps at the top of the bath. When the room was sufficiently cloudy with steam to give an impression of heat, she braved the cold and removed her robe, her t-shirt and underwear. She didn’t shiver as much as shake. By the time she stepped into the cascade of water, her feet and fingers were numb.


The window was closed, the heating was on. How could it be so cold?


As dawn struggled through a cleaner portion of the window, daylight revealed an aperture blocked with painted iron bars, fixed to the exterior wall.


What would you do in a fire?


The windows in her room were not barred, so maybe this was a security feature of the lower floors – something else she hadn’t noticed yesterday in her determination to get out of the cell. But it was yet another reason to get out of here. The very idea of moving again was exhausting, but she couldn’t remain here. She wanted to run someplace familiar.


Ryan.


Whenever fear and anxiety had overrun her since she’d arrived in Birmingham, her first thought was always to call her ex, Ryan, and ask him if she could return to his room – at least until she found work in Coventry, or somewhere nearby. But that wouldn’t be possible until the weekend, because she needed the next three days’ work giving out the samples. She’d make £120. And a return to Coventry would also be an act of outright desperation; the very idea made her feelings crawl around on all fours in the form of guilt and grief.


She didn’t want to go through all that again. She didn’t want to be with Ryan. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind about that. Her being at his place would be inappropriate and near unbearable. And a sorry-faced return to Ryan’s life would involve her sleeping on Ryan’s bed again, while he fidgeted on the floor in a sleeping bag.


Going back to his room, but not back to him, would mean tears, mostly his, and a revival of the discomfort and awkwardness that would overwhelm a few nights in his room. His desperate need for them to get back together would take him over. It was one of the main reasons she’d shifted down to Birmingham to find work: to cut them off from each other.


Stephanie thought herself into brief surges of hope, which sank into a familiar cycle of stifling frustrations and ended in dread. Nothing new there. She always seemed to be inside houses owned by other people, restless with anxiety or paralyzed by regret. How could she have been so foolish as to believe she could make it on her own in a strange city?


Conscious of the time, she washed her hair quickly, constantly rotating her body under the water that struggled to escape the limescale-encrusted shower head. After a few uncomfortable minutes, she climbed out of the bath-tub and wrapped herself in the towel while her teeth chattered.


Not having to use the bathroom for much longer was the only relief she could draw from the experience. She could pick up a scourer and cleaning spray on her way home from work, from a pound shop, and just use the sink until she moved out. No one need know. As she thought about how bearable she could make her time at 82 Edgehill Road, she heard a voice.


The cold forgotten for a moment, Stephanie stepped away from the bath, because she was sure the voice had come from the tub.


Steam clouded to the ceiling. She swiped her hands before her face to clear her vision.


Silence.


And then she heard it again: a faint voice down by the floor. But not one directed at her; the speaker seemed to be talking into a corner, or even at the floor. Maybe from under the floor?


She followed the direction of the voice and wondered if there were tenants on the ground floor and some weird acoustic or cavity in the building was throwing voices into the nearby rooms.


She lowered herself to her hands and knees. But the carpet was filthy enough to make her rear back to her heels and bat the gathered hairs and grit from her damp hands.


‘What is my name?’


Stephanie stood up and backed against the nearest wall. Opened the bathroom door to let the steam escape so she could see the woman who had spoken, and only a few feet from her face at that.


What is my name? The question had risen as if someone lying inside the tub had spoken out loud.


And whoever was speaking now continued to mumble as if they were drifting away. Stephanie could almost catch the words that appeared to originate, impossibly, from beneath the bathtub. She moved closer, swallowed the constriction in her throat, and knocked on the bath, hoping that would make it stop. ‘Hello? Can you—’


The speaker either didn’t hear her or ignored her and continued to talk in a quick stream of words, to herself, or to someone else she could not see. It was a woman urgently communicating something to someone that wasn’t Stephanie.


On all fours, Stephanie moved her hands around the carpet at the base of the bath, though she wasn’t sure what she was looking for. A waft of wet rags and a hint of sewage buffeted her face. The room below must have a hole in the ceiling and she was overhearing a one-sided conversation or a television.


Stephanie’s ear touched the side panel of the bath’s surround.


‘. . . before here . . . that time. Nowhere . . . to where the other . . . the cold . . . is my name?’


A television, it must be, or a radio play, overheard from a room beneath the bathroom. The voice had to be coming from below. She didn’t want to believe it could be coming from anywhere else.


Stephanie gathered up her things and hurried into the warmer corridor of the first floor. She came to a standstill on the landing, sluggish with shock and bewilderment, and wondered what on God’s earth she had moved into.









FOUR


When she left her room, dressed for work in boots, her last pair of smart black trousers and a white shirt under her coat, the interior of the house was still dark enough to require lights in the communal landings and on the staircase.


The ceiling lights were on timers and didn’t remain switched on for long. They came on for a few seconds to reveal dated green wallpaper, torn down to plaster in places, or interspersed with long panels of newer paper, painted white. There were scuffed skirting boards and ancient wainscoting so thickly covered in paint it was impossible to determine the original decorative features. And if she was quick enough, she could reach the next circular light switch before the darkness fell with a horrible suddenness behind her. Not a building she would want to move through at night. She suppressed the thought.


Uncomfortably eager to leave the building, Stephanie jogged down the stairs. She wondered if she would ever have the courage to cross the threshold later when she finished work, even if it was just to collect her stuff and . . . go where?


As she turned into the last flight of uncarpeted stairs leading to the hall, she heard the scuffle of leather-soled feet on the floor tiles: footsteps preceding the unlatching and the creak of the front door. It gave her a start until she realized it could be one of the other tenants leaving the building ahead of her. She sensed a man. But this place was for girls only, so maybe this was the landlord.


If she could share her experiences, she might receive an explanation about the noises in the house. Stephanie hurried down.


The front door closed before she made the bottom step. She raced along the ground floor passageway, the heels of her boots scraping and clattering across the tiles, to struggle with the front door.


Outside, the world was reluctant to reach whatever served for light in this grey time of year, but there was no one on the path and the gate was closed. She could not be that far behind whoever had just left the building.


On the short front path six wet rubbish bins stood sentinel on either side of the little rusty gate that rose as high as her hips. The rest of the front yard was a combination of broken paving slabs, litter and long weeds. Clumps of wet leaves, drooping from unkempt trees, flopped against the ground floor windows and concealed the lower storey of the house, which was why she hadn’t noticed the security bars yesterday. Behind the ancient white cages of iron bars, all she could see behind the windows were black curtains. Rain rustled the pennants of crisp packets and plastic bags caught up in the unruly privet hedge that screened the front of the house from the street.


Gripped with a need for human contact, Stephanie unlatched the gate and stepped into Edgehill Road. Traffic from the T-junction at the end of the road became loud around her head. She looked left and right. The streetlights glowed yellow and lit up the vertical descent of the rain that had fallen for hours. The road surface appeared oily, the cars heavy with a second skin of water, the trees tense with cold. The dim and miserable world was soaked but empty. So where had the man gone?


Stephanie looked at the house. Sooty red bricks running with dirty water. Black drainpipes. Old wooden sash window frames on the second floor, visible above the trees. Faded curtains. Only the top floor windows boasted venetian blinds. Not a flicker of light escaped the interior. The building appeared deserted. She could not recall it looking this way yesterday. Must be the light and weather, or her lack of sleep. Had the sun not briefly appeared for yesterday’s viewing she doubted she would have even set foot inside.


Huddled into herself, with her head dipped from the rain, she made her way to the top of the road to find the bus stop and typed a quick text message to Ryan:




I’VE MADE A TERRIBLE MISTAKE [AGAIN!].


CAN YOU HELP ME?












FIVE


Stephanie arrived back at the house after seven. The rain continued to fall hard upon North Birmingham. The streetlights in Edgehill Road were spaced so far apart, and issued such thin light, they made the houses exude a vaguer, more inhospitable aspect than they had done that morning. Or perhaps they seemed menacing now that she had something to feel intimidated by. She wasn’t sure. But she wondered if there had been any daylight here at all while she’d worked indoors at the vast Bullring shopping centre in the city, a world of steel, glass, marble, white electric light, and the trappings of affluence that ejected her into the rain once her day’s servitude was complete.


The people she had worked with, and the location, had felt impersonal and never close to familiarity, as if to communicate the message: Don’t get used to it. She couldn’t help taking that to heart.


Usually she made friends on temp jobs, during the long hours of boredom and repetition that always felt more stressful than important work. In the past, she’d even exchanged phone numbers and email addresses with the other girls she’d worked with in warehouses, factories and while stewarding live events. But the bright lights and designer clothes shops of the Bullring had given airs to the other two girls she’d worked with, an attitude demonstrated by many of the shoppers as if they were all accustomed to, and unimpressed by, the opulence. Her two colleagues both considered themselves to be models.


And what recession? Amongst crowds laden down with logo-emblazoned paper bags with string handles, expensive hair styles, new clothes, smart phones, the shopping centre had suggested an exclusive annexe existing beyond any world she was familiar with. While she had resorted to blacking-out the scuffs on her one pair of boots with an eyeliner pencil, others seemed to exist in effortless affluence. It mystified her like magic. Where were all the people, like her, who had no money? Were they hiding themselves away in wretched buildings like she was?


Beside the thirty-minute break, when she’d sat on a bench in the Bullring and watched silent news reports on a huge television screen about flooding in Cornwall, Yorkshire and Wales, she had been on her feet for the best part of eight hours. She’d become so tired she’d begun to slur her ‘Hello, sir, would you like to try our new Italiano range of wrap? only two hundred calories per . . .’ She’d called two women ‘sir’, and the edges of her vision had started to flicker by late afternoon. She needed eight hours’ sleep but had had less than three the night before. Her stomach burned with hunger.


Relief that the working day was over plummeted at the sight of the house. The building appeared wetter, grubbier and even more derelict than when she’d hurried away from it that morning. The whole place seemed sullen and eager to be left alone in the cold darkness. Whatever optimism and comfort the building once possessed was long gone. The house’s character seemed so obvious now.


Don’t think like that.


She paused in the hallway to turn on the light and inspect the post: fliers for Asian mini-markets, fried chicken and pizza delivery services mingled with cards for local taxi companies. There was nothing addressed to the tenants, beside one final demand from British Gas for a Mr Bennet. Everything else in a white envelope was addressed to ‘Dear Homeowner’.


Not having notified the bank or the doctor’s surgery of her change of address was a small mercy. She’d do all of that when she found a new room in another building. And if she stood any longer looking at the faded walls, the uncarpeted stairs leading to the first floor, and the solitary closed door at the end of the ground floor hall, she worried she might not get up the stairs to her room.


Stick to the plan. She’d rehearsed it all day. Eat, then go and see the landlord and give notice on the room. Ask if you can leave your bags here until Monday morning. Get your deposit back. Find a new place this weekend. Accept that the month’s rent paid in advance might be gone, but still try to get a refund so you can stay in a cheap B&B over the weekend until you find a new room.


If she could not get the rent back she would have to stay in the house until Monday.


Stop! Don’t think about it . . . One thing at a time.


You can do it. You can do it. You can do it.


Reciting the silent mantra throughout the day to deter self-pity had felt absurd. But now she was back inside the building, the house suggested the implacable, with an entrapping power that would drain any resistance to itself.


‘It’s what you make of it,’ knacker had said yesterday, grinning through his gappy teeth. But that was a cliché. It was incorrect. After six months away from the family home, she knew it was how these demoralizing places changed you that needed to be resisted. And she always resisted them. ‘Character building’, others might have said about her experiences. But that was also a cliché, and easy to say when it wasn’t your character being built by adversity.


‘You’re a smart girl. And beautiful too. You’ll make it all come right,’ her dad once said after a dispiriting weekend together in Aberystwyth, when she knew she couldn’t afford to go to university, no matter how good her A Levels had been.


Why didn’t you come and see me the night you died, Daddy, and tell me what the fuck to do?


She briefly wondered what the ground floor was used for. Maybe it held tenants too? She hurried past the silent first floor and ran up the carpeted stairs to the second storey, slapping the lights on as she moved, running to the next switch before the lights behind her winked out.


She paused outside her room long enough to disappear into the abrupt darkness produced by the three-second timer on the overhead light reaching the end of its pathetic cycle. What kind of mean bastard would try and save electricity like this?


Only the ambient glow of a distant street lamp, seeping through the window on the stairwell between the first and second floors, offered any illumination.


Stephanie held the long room key lightly between her fingertips and listened intently.


All was silent on the other side of the door to her room.


She struggled to control her bottom lip’s tremble when she recalled the tug and rustle of plastic beneath the bed, the mournful voice, the bed springs depressing as a new weight added itself to the mattress. What happened in this room last night?


Could the floorboards of an old building correct at night, as a building moved upon its foundations, to suggest a footfall? Had she heard a radio in another room, or a conversation, maybe someone talking to themselves? Were there mice under the bed? And what about the bathroom that morning? Was she losing her mind?


Schizophrenia. Psychosis.


Stephanie pushed the door to her room open with more force than she’d intended, and reached inside to slap the light on.









SIX


All was as she had left it: a chipped Formica table, the old bed concealed by her purple duvet, a red rug on floorboards painted with brown emulsion, the hideous gold and black curtains, the white bedside cabinet at odds in style and time with the imitation walnut wardrobe. The room looked like the scene of a potential suicide following an occupant’s long period of depression, isolation and poverty, cobbled together out of oddments of junkshop furniture. Plaster wainscoting, an iron fireplace and hardwood skirting boards suggested bourgeoisie grandeur so faded as to be almost undetectable behind the tat. Sparse, but somehow too lived in. Overcrowded with the past, but left barren by neglect. Despair: an installation created by stuff given away on Gumtree. It could win the Turner Prize without breaking a sweat. The smile on her lips surprised Stephanie, and she realized she was looking at the room with new eyes; with the scrutiny afforded by the death of wishful thinking.


She dropped her handbag and supermarket bag on the bed, but kept her boots on because the floors were dusty and because they made noises, and had voices in them that she could not account for.


She killed the thought. Plugged in her phone to recharge. Slapped her iPod into another socket. Locked her room and went down to the kitchen with her Tesco Express bag. A carton of salad that had to be eaten that day and a pasty with the same imminent expiry bumped against her hip as she descended the staircase.


The kitchen was on the first floor landing, opposite the bathroom; both communal rooms were set before the staircase. The other doors in the first floor corridor sank away from the landing towards the front of the house and into darkness.


Beneath a bedroom door on the right hand side she could see a warm and welcome strip of electric light. No sound came from beyond the door.


Inside the kitchen the orange and lemon coloured lino peeled up skirting boards black-rimmed with dust. A table had been shoved into one corner. A quick wipe of a finger across the vast L-shaped counter blackened the pad with dust. The plastic swing-lid bin was empty and smelled of ancient bleach. Detergent and limescale traces had evolved into white powdery rimes in the arid kitchen sink. Puzzled, she went to the ancient fridge and opened the door. Completely empty save the wire-frame shelves. Old stains darkened the bottom of a tray that promised to be a ‘Vegetable Crisper’. The fridge had been emptied at some point but not cleaned. The freezer compartment was a solid brick of ice that had broken the hinges of the ice box door.


Black spills around the electric cooking rings were ancient too. She snapped two of them off the enamelled metal. They looked like flattened, desiccated worms.


Like the bathroom, the kitchen had not been used in a long time, nor had it been cleaned recently. Even the mouse traps were old, the bait long gone. In the corners the petrified black rice of mouse droppings were suspended in a grey fur of dust, gathering as if the spoor had been absorbed by a monstrous fungus.


Knacker had said there were other people living here, so what did they do to prepare food? Eat out? Takeaways went with the territory, especially if the household was male-oriented, but this one was supposedly all female. Certainly didn’t look like it. And who could afford takeaways every day? Not someone who lived here. Stephanie’s last vestige of illusion that she might have sat in here with other girls, and bitched about work over coffee, as communal stir-fries sizzled on the stove, doused like the final spark in a cold fireplace.


Yet as she plugged the microwave in to see if it still worked, and then fiddled with the buttons to change the setting from HELLO . . . DEFROST . . . ADD WEIGHT, she heard footsteps outside: high heels on the tiles of the ground floor before they began to rise up the stairs to the first floor.


A girl!


With her warmest smile primed in anticipation, Stephanie headed for the kitchen doorway. ‘Hey! Hello there,’ she called out.


The footsteps softened as they hit the carpeted landing of the first floor, before continuing on to the second floor without slowing down. Wasn’t Birmingham supposed to be friendly? The big heart of England? She would have to crawl out of its arse before she found its heart.


‘Hello. Hi,’ Stephanie said as she came into the corridor outside the kitchen.


The girl turned on the first part of the staircase to the second floor. Stephanie didn’t see much beyond a slender silhouette moving across the undraped window of the stairwell.


She lives on my floor. The idea made Stephanie so excited she desperately slapped at the light switch on the wall outside the kitchen. But the woman was already rising up the stairs to the second floor, leaving Stephanie with only the sounds of muted high heels.


‘Hello. Sorry. I just wanted to introduce . . .’


Engulfed in the woman’s perfumed wake, Stephanie followed the footsteps. The scent was strong but pleasant. She thought she recognized it and must have once smelled a sample in Debenhams. When Stephanie turned the staircase and the second floor came into sight, the light below clicked off and left her in darkness.


‘Hi. Hello!’ An edge had come into her voice; she just wanted to say hello to a neighbour. The woman must have heard her. And it was odd that the girl had walked up these stairs so swiftly without turning the lights on. She must have been living here a while to cross the terrain so confidently.


Stephanie made the second floor and reached for the nearest light switch. In the darkness ahead of her the swish of clothing and thump of high heels moved away, and quickly too, as if in flight. A key rattled inside a lock.


‘Hello,’ Stephanie repeated, and more loudly this time as she snapped the corridor light on, which briefly revealed a woman entering the room opposite hers in the middle of the corridor. A glimpse of long blonde hair, a pale face, tight jeans and dark high heels was all she received before the door closed and was locked. Inside the room a light clicked on.


‘Suit yourself.’


Stephanie walked back to the kitchen, her footsteps accompanied by the angry bark of the dog outside. The draught around the stairwell window smelled of the wet yard and she shivered. The woman had been anxious not to make contact; her movement through the dark had actually sped up when Stephanie spoke. An evasion. What was that about?


You won’t be here long so don’t sweat it. She might fancy herself as a glamour puss but she lives the fuck here. 


In the kitchen Stephanie tugged open the cabinet doors beside the stove and found two plates. She washed them in hot water as there was no washing up liquid, then slid her pasty into the microwave. She’d eat in her room. It was that kind of place.


The rude girl in the dark revived her fighting spirit. Once she got this food down she’d go and face the landlord. No wonder he kept a low profile, renting out this hole. He’d been delighted by her interest in the room, and her pitiful enthusiasm had made her an easy mark. He had positively shivered with glee when she handed over the three twenty.


Three hundred and twenty quid!









SEVEN


The door to ‘knacker’ McGuire’s flat was ornate, like the grand entrance of a house owned by the West Midlands rich. There was a brass knocker and a spyhole and a glare of blonde wood to suggest a visitor had arrived somewhere and probably underestimated the importance of the people inside. The sight of the landlord’s door also reinforced her feelings that all of her assumptions about the building and the people inside might be entirely wrong.


What was even stranger was the small CCTV camera attached high on the wall above the top of the door. It was not a new camera, but one of the old ones that looked like a Super-8 cine-camera fixed into a bracket.


Nearly a minute passed after Stephanie knocked before several locks were unbolted and a chain slid through a latch on the other side. The door shifted a few inches to become ajar. One large eye presented itself, the blue iris so pale as to suggest marine life, and with it a nose reminiscent of a horse – not regally equine, but more nag-like and knuckled from hard labour and scraps. Dim light shone around a halo of curly hair. ‘Yeah?’


Stephanie moved her eyes up to the camera. ‘It’s ok, I’m not here to rob you.’


Knacker didn’t smile. ‘What’s the problem? It’s the evenin’. I should have said that anyfing that needs fixin’ you need to tell me before six.’


Where do I start? Stephanie bit back on recommending demolition. ‘oh, no, it’s not that. I just need to speak with you. Something’s come up. I, er . . . I need to leave.’


‘Eh? What you talkin’ about?’ It was more of a belligerent challenge than a question and her resolve tottered as though it had suddenly hit black ice. Just as quickly she tightened all over with irritation at his tone.


The door opened a full foot. knacker’s face filled the gap, followed by one bare shoulder and arm. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, just silky tracksuit bottoms with the waistband of Calvin klein underwear visible. All of his clothes looked new; they hadn’t yesterday.


The landlord had the kind of body she’d seen on drug addicts and women with eating disorders: supple skin pulled tight on knobbly features and sinewy limbs. Old man bony in a younger body. She always wondered if people worked at that ‘look’ or if it was genetic. They seemed to have made a lifelong enemy of body fat and ended up striking but unattractive. The hair had not been starved of nutrition, however: it was thick and so well groomed she feared a wig. Big curly locks around an ageing face. A middle-aged man dressed like a teenager.


‘I’ve changed my mind. About the room. I’ve come about the deposit.’


Knacker’s eyes narrowed and she knew in a heartbeat she’d struck a nerve. He quickly relaxed his expression, sniffed, and changed his tack. He had some persuading to do, some ducking and diving – she’d seen that look all her life. ‘That’s not something I’m prepared to discuss now. I’ll come and see you tomorrow—’


She cut his bullshit off before it could get airborne. ‘I’m at work tomorrow. Early start. This won’t take long.’


Yesterday, at the time of the interview, she’d disliked him immediately, but knew most landlords of sub-lets were bastards; they went with the territory. Buy-to-let summoned the spiv. But what had been immediately and abundantly clear was that he liked the sound of his own voice, liked to give flight to his opinions and ‘foughts’, without really answering questions.


She guessed he’d also been showing off because she was young and attractive and he had wanted to appear worldly. She hadn’t planned on staying for long, no more than a few months before she landed a job in London, so she’d reasoned she could put up with him. He was small too, and hadn’t exuded lechery or hostility. And there were other girls living here, he had said so, and that fact had reassured her. But how much effort had she really put into an assessment of knacker, when so desperate to find another room at no more than forty pounds a week? After only one night beneath the roof of 82 Edgehill Road, the awareness that she’d suppressed her suspicions and instincts gnawed at her accusingly. Her chest burned with an indigestion of frustration.


He’d also kept control of the exchanges yesterday afternoon, and she’d let him. They’d both been disingenuously upbeat and exuded positive energy, because he was close to money and she so wanted the room. A not unusual barter of self-interest that she loathed herself for now.


When she’d asked about central heating, a shower, he’d seemed amused, half smiled and said, ‘All of that, all of that’ – that pronounced vat – ‘has been put in. Done it myself. One of the fings my dad taught me. How to be handy, like.’


But tonight, knacker’s temperament had undergone a change as he continued to try and get rid of her from his doorstep. ‘I’m busy. I like to relax in the evenin’s. Not get bovvered by people. You’ll find I’m a very private person. You wouldn’t want me knockin’ on your door when you was settled down for the evenin’.’


She suspected he was also selling an idea of himself while telling her off. She hated that about older men who knew they were unappealing to her. He liked the word evening too. She suspected he thought it gave him gravitas, civility, respectability. A chav with airs.


She spoke slowly but couldn’t keep the edge out of her voice. ‘I’m sorry. But it’s not even nine. I’ve been at work all day. And I need to get this resolved now.’


‘You need to get it resolved,’ he recited the word back at her sarcastically, and she caught a glimpse of gappy teeth between thick lips that were incongruously sensual amidst all the bony hollows of his face. ‘It’s neither the time nor the place to resolve fings of this nature.’ He played at a contrived intelligence and thought he was clever. It made her more determined to retrieve both the rent and deposit. ‘I mean I ain’t got no shirt on,’ he added and thought this was funny. He revealed more of his torso and was proud of it. Though thin, his body was deeply muscle-cut and he wanted her to notice his abs. ‘But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll come down and see you in a bit.’


She filled with anger that was actually red and hot like people say it is. ‘It won’t take long. We can—’


‘I ain’t talking on a doorstep when I’m ’alf naked, girl. I gotta fink this frough, like. You was very happy to take that room. Practically snatched the key out me hand. And now you is on my doorstep asking for money that, let’s be honest wiv each other, ain’t yours no more.’


‘I made a mistake. Things change. I need . . .’ She stopped, furious with herself for introducing need into the exchange; she’d already lost ground.


Delighted with her irritation, knacker looked down at her and smiled. He was mocking her. No skirt would get the better of him over money.


Stephanie turned to descend the stairs but was so emotional she momentarily lost her balance.


‘Careful, you won’t be going nowhere if you break your leg.’


‘Then get the place bloody lit properly!’ It was out of her mouth before she could give it a moment’s consideration.


Knacker’s smile became a sneer. Even in the dark his face appeared paler. ‘You’s got a nerve, girl.’


‘It’s not safe.’ Her voice had lost its edge.


‘Criticizin’ and complainin’ and using that language in my muvver’s house. You not been here five minutes. What’s wrong wiv you?’


‘Nothing. There’s nothing wrong with me. I don’t like it here. I was wrong about it. I’ve changed my mind. People can change their minds.’


‘Just as well you ain’t a bloke.’ He said this in a soft tone and one far worse than a spittle-propelled bark.


Stephanie stiffened all over. She seemed to grasp the most obvious fact about the situation right then: she was arguing with a thick bully, and an unscrupulous, half-naked reptile on the stairs of a dark house in which no one wanted to know her.


He smiled again, the sneer gone, happy he had made his point and belittled and intimidated her. ‘As I said, I will make an exception to my rules, and I will come down and see you when I am ready.’


Stephanie turned away to hide the tears of rage and frustration filming her eyes. She returned to her room.









EIGHT 


She’d stopped crying by the time knacker knocked on her door, but she knew her eyes were still red. It was after ten. He’d let her sweat it out. She’d never before cried to get sympathy from a man who hadn’t been a boyfriend, and even then it wasn’t something she made a habit of. She hadn’t been crying to manipulate knacker McGuire; her distress was genuine, but she didn’t mind him knowing that she was upset if it helped return her deposit and some of the rent. The realization made her feel even lower, but what did she have to bargain with beside tears?


She opened the door and stood aside. ‘Please.’


He came in from the musty darkness of the corridor. The lights had clicked off while he waited for her to wipe her nose and compose herself.


The soft, unappealing scent of the house was masked by the pungency of his aftershave. She prayed he hadn’t put it on for her sake.


‘Awright. I hope you is in a better mood. Fought I’d let you cool off a bit. I don’t like aggro in me own home.’


‘I’m sorry I lost my temper . . . I’m under a bit of strain right now.’


‘I’d never have guessed, darlin’.’ Wearing a white muscle vest to complement his jogging bottoms, knacker sauntered in. On his feet he wore box-fresh trainers. They were lime green and looked expensive. A tag hung from a lace as if he had just been trying them on before he made up his mind. He peered about the room, satisfied with what he saw. ‘Place is awright. At that price you won’t do better. Don’t know why you is complaining.’


She would have to lie. ‘It’s not the room so much. I’ve got a new job. In Coventry. I only found out today—’


‘What doin?’


‘I need to move up there this weekend—’


‘To do what?’


‘Call centre. It’s—’


‘Wonder why you bother with all that. Shit, innit. Shit jobs. You’ll never make any money doin’ that. Mind if I sit down?’


He pulled the chair out from under the table and stared at her bags that were all packed and ready for evacuation. ‘You didn’t waste any time, did ya?’


‘I need to be in Coventry by next Monday night.’


‘Next Mundee! You ain’t shy about takin’ the piss, is you? So you is demanding a deposit back, and you don’t like the place, but you was lookin’ to stay here ’til next week?’


‘No, just my bags. I’ll stay somewhere else until then.’


‘Suiting yourself, like. As I told you when you come to see the place, one mumf’s notice. I don’t let this by the week. It’s not that kind of place.’


‘I know, but this job just came up and—’


‘Bit convenient. I mean, the day after you move in, you get another job? Sorry, darlin’, but I fink you is lying. Telling porkies.’


‘What does it matter? I can leave if I want to. I don’t have to give you a reason. But I wanted to explain why I needed to go, out of consideration. I’ve already paid you a month’s rent in advance, so why would next Monday be a problem? I’ve paid for this room for four weeks. And there’s no damage. But I need my deposit to pay for a new place. I don’t think I’m being unreasonable. I can’t write that much money off. I’m not in a position to.’


‘No you ain’t, that’s right, otherwise you wouldn’t be coming to me looking for a place to stay for forty quid a week. This ain’t some five star hotel where you come and go cus you has paid premium, like. And what do you mean, my deposit? Let me explain something to you: when you gave me that deposit, the money was no longer yours. It’s mine until the mumf is up, like. We had an agreement for one mumf’s notice. And I’m in business. I don’t like getting mucked about. I’m a busy man.’


‘Please. I need . . . I want to take this job.’


‘What’s that got to do wiv me? That’s your business. This house is my business. You pays your money, you takes your risks. Fings change. Don’t I know it. But business is business and you agreed to the conditions of the contract.’


‘There is no contract. I never signed any contract. You said you don’t “bovver wiv all vat”. If I was to go to the police . . .’


A transformation spread swiftly across his face, then through his body. She could barely process the alteration in his expression, complexion, body language, and what it meant. It was the same change she’d incited upstairs when she’d resisted his argument, but now she’d mentioned the police and mimicked his voice.


The flesh of knacker’s face blanched, not white but to a greyish colour, like putty. And he looked past her into the distance. Stood up. His hands were shaking. He paced back and forth, one step forward, one step back. A terrible silence seemed to swell and thicken around her.


Like a boxer, knacker McGuire rotated his head and tensed his arms. The muscles in his forearms and biceps corded like rope. His eyes shut to slits but the glimmer of colour in his irises became brighter against the pallid surrounding skin; even his eyelids bleached, and his brown hair appeared darker, almost woolly, which made his face more cadaverous than it already was. It was the kind of face that nutted and spat and bit; she recognized it from the bad pubs around Stoke.


Stephanie tensed and felt an urgent need to talk him down and get him out of the room she was so desperate to leave herself. The situation suddenly felt like the end of a road. Something deep inside her had started to murmur and it sounded like panic. The distance from the bed she sat upon to the front door of the building continued forever in her imagination. ‘I apologize. I never meant for this to get complicated.’


‘You is taking advantage.’ His voice was slightly breathless but taut with emotion. ‘You is taking me for a cunt.’ The word seemed to unblock whatever served to restrain his anger. He started to nod his head and his tight curls trembled, as if in agreement with this Damascene moment, as if a great betrayal had been uncovered. He’d been taken for one of these things before and she assumed the consequences had been awful.


The scars on the bridge of his nose, one cheekbone, and in the big dimple in his long chin whitened to reinforce what he needed to say. ‘I’ve done you a solid and you turn around and treat me like a cunt.’ Now the word sounded like the philosopher’s name: kant. His own philosophy of total self-interest had been rejected, which reminded her of her stepmother: the emphasis on the all-mighty me.


Her legs felt like they were filling with warm water. She realized that when women laughed at that kind of face they had their own smashed. She imagined eyes so bruised they were black and blind.


Where had that come from?


A complete realization of her status as a girl, on her own, being confronted by an unstable male stranger took her breath away. This is how those things happen to women. She would have to let him rant, but not let him burn himself into an animal rage like her stepmum and her last boyfriend. Thank God he wasn’t drunk; it was the only thing she had going for her.


‘You don’t know nuffin’ about me. Nuffin’ about me and my background. My family. If you did you wouldn’t be givin’ it all this.’ In the air he made a snapping mouth with his bony fingers. ‘Eh? Eh? Eh?’ He was almost too enraged to speak. ‘You’ve gone very quiet.’


His observation suggested to Stephanie that he often confronted people who disagreed with him and made them go quiet. And he just loved to point it out to them too, to add humiliation to their fear.


An urge to speak quivered in her throat and trembled through her jaw. Her vision blurred hot. ‘Stop! Stop it! I don’t care . . . I just want to go . . .’ Her final words seemed to come out in heavy globs. She pressed the ball of tissue in her hand against her nose as a last attempt at preserving dignity. The building seemed intent on snatching that away.


‘Awright, awright. Cut it out. Yeah? Cut that out. I don’t like people cryin’, yeah?’


She wasn’t sure if it was sympathy or disgust that he was now expressing, but at least it wasn’t rage.


His body seemed to relax just as quickly as it had tensed. ‘Fuck’s sake, girl. What a state to get yourself into. You don’t try it on wiv honest people unless you can take the grief, yeah? Didn’t no one never tell you that? Eh? My word, what was you finking, tryin’ to rob me blind? There’s plenty who’s learned you don’t try it on wiv McGuires.’


‘I wasn’t . . . I wasn’t . . .’


‘Yeah, yeah, don’t give me none of that. I’ll tell you what you was finking, you was finking that I was some kinda mug, yeah? Who you can mess around. Yeah? Who would fall for a pretty face that batters her eyelashes, yeah? It’s not about money. I earn good money. Eighty, ninety grand some years. Bet you didn’t even fink that? It’s the principal of the matter that I am trying to get into your head. I don’t care if it’s a pound or a grand, the same principle applies. My father taught me that. Shame your own parents were negligent on that front.’


Stephanie stopped crying. Not only was he a bully, he was rude and a boor. And she wanted to tell him that he was all of those things, and worse. She’d met repellent men in her time, in most of the dreadful jobs she’d endured and in every bar she’d worked behind. But right now she couldn’t remember ever meeting a fouler man than knacker McGuire. As a human being he was right up there with her stepmother. She recalled the superficial show of geniality he’d put on when they first met . . . just like Val.


‘Now, I am a reasonable man. I don’t wanna see you upset. What kind of person do you take me for? You ain’t got no money, anyone can see that. We all have hard times. One sixty is nuffin’ to me. I blow that on clothes every week and don’t fink nuffin’ of it.’


Stephanie eyed the new sports shoes on his feet, their fluorescent green the colour of insolence, and she guessed her deposit was no longer available.


‘Some of us got more sense than to be wasting our lives in call centres, or giving out bits of food in the Bullring.’ He snorted with laughter and seemed to expect her to join in. She’d forgotten she’d told him that. What else had she told him?


‘You’ve had a hard time. You don’t even need to tell me, yeah? It’s written all over ya. Your mum don’t want you round no more. Ain’t really a surprise considering the mouth on ya, if I’m totally frank. Your poor old dad’s dead. I can understand that. And you’re skint. I didn’t even want anyone living in my house. I forgot that ad was in the window of that raghead shop. But when you called I could tell – here is a young girl in a spot of bother. Even her boyfriend’s fucked her off. She’s short of a bit a luck, like. So I fought I’d help her out. Not the first time my family have taken in strays either. And then you goes and takes me for a mug. Just as well my cousin ain’t ’ere. He’s not as reasonable as me in these situations. He’s a hard man.’


He watched the fear return to her eyes; the fear she couldn’t keep out of them.


Knacker smiled. ‘Don’t worry, he ain’t around. He’s takin’ care of some business down south while I sort this place out. Ain’t no one lived in it since me mum and dad passed.’ At the thought of them his eyes misted. ‘This is my family home. You gotta understand it’s a place I don’t want disrespected. Means a lot to me. You disrespect this house you disrespect me mum and me dad, and you disrespect me. I don’t want dossers in here. I was brought up here. I don’t let just anyone froo that door. Me mum and dad had lodgers and I fought one little girl on the run won’t hurt.’


Stephanie cut short her outrage. The sense of futility that seemed to paralyze her larynx, and everything else that wound about her head and heart on a spin cycle, transformed into suspicion. She frowned. ‘But you said there were other girls living here. How many?’


He seemed embarrassed by his own garrulousness now that he was at full steam and had a captive audience. ‘Like I said, people come and go. I help people out. Don’t need to. Don’t need the money when you make what I do. But it’s in my nature to be helpful. A family trait. Always has been. But you rub us up the wrong way and you’ll know about it, let me tell you that for nothing. We got big hearts in this family. My mum . . .’


She couldn’t stand to hear another word. They seemed to grind inside her and make her gape in stupefied silence as she listened to his self-aggrandizing lies. She knew more than she needed to know about him. They’d only spoken three times, and now the trilogy of face-to-face meetings was complete, he made her feel sick with anger. Sick to her stomach. She hated herself for crying, for letting him make her cry so easily, for being stupid enough to be here, and for telling him so much about herself.


Had she? What had she been thinking?


‘Please leave.’


Knacker looked at the door, then moved a few feet to the side to block it. ‘Hang on, hang on. No need for the drama. You only just got here. You need to give the old place a bit a time, like. Settle in. Tell you what I’ll do—’


‘No. I’m going.’


‘One fing I can’t stand, girl, is people interrupting when I’m talking. You follow? I fought I made my point that I have limits on rudeness, yeah?’


Stephanie glared at him but kept quiet. She could be out of here in ten minutes. She’d call a cab. Eleven pounds would get her to the city centre.


But what then? If she spent her money on a cab she would be penniless until she was paid on Friday.


‘Now I know it could do wiv a lick a paint and some smartnin’ up. Whole house. Which is why the price is commensurate wiv its current condition, yeah? Which is why I am up here, back in the old home town. And when I’m done wiv this place it will be restored, yeah? To its former glory. You won’t recognize this place no more. Me and me cousin ain’t just pretty faces. But in the meantime, yeah, I’ll make this a bit more comfortable for you. How’s that? Can’t say fairer. Maybe a TV. We got some spare. A comfy chair. Something nice to sit in, something to look at, yeah?’


‘No thanks. I need to go. The job . . .’


‘Ain’t no job. We already established that. You got nuffin’ but the clothes you is standing up in. And they ain’t much to look at, darlin’, if the truth be told. And you won’t find a job lookin’ like a pauper wiv no address. That’s a non-starter right off. But you got yourself a decent place now. The job comes next. There’s no more jobs in Coventry than there is here. Same all over. Country’s fucked. Least for them that don’t know how to go about fings. To help themselves, like. Cus no one is gonna help you in this life. My mother made sure I learned that. Your own probably tried to tell you the same fing, but you’re all mouf. Time to start finkin’ like an adult, like. Time to start listenin’. And where you gonna go runnin’ to at this time a night, eh? Boyfriend? Some bloke that chucked you out? Smart move.’


‘Stop! You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me.’


‘You’d be surprised what I know about all kinds of fings. Only a fool would fink otherwise about a McGuire, girl. And who’s the one sitting pretty in a six-bedroom house wiv a loft conversion, eh? Wiv his own business? Me. Not you. You got nuffin’. But I’m reaching out. Offerin’ a helpin’ hand. First rung on the ladder. Last fing you want to do is take me finger off, sister.’


‘Monday. That’s my last day.’


‘My you are a stubborn one. Don’t know what’s good for ya. But go on then, Monday it is. Suit yourself. You paid for a mumf, you can stay a mumf, or fuck off tonight. I can do without the grief, quite frankly. But you ain’t having the deposit back. That’s non-negotiable. You’s broken the contract. I mean, what am I, a charity?’


Knacker grinned at her. She endured a long silence while he stood there with his eyebrows raised, waiting for her to argue. ‘You’ve gone all quiet on me again. Cus you know you ain’t got a leg to stand on, sister.’ He sidled through the door, bouncing on his heels, the curly-haired head cocked with satisfaction.


Stephanie scrambled up from the bed and slammed the door.


Outside, she heard knacker’s footsteps pause as if he was thinking of coming back to address the slamming door, like she was a teenager having a tantrum. She thought again of Val, her stepmother, and wanted to scream.


Stephanie turned the key in the lock so quickly she twisted her wrist and then waited, pressed against the door, until she heard his feet creak up the stairs to his flat. In the distance a door closed.


She lay on the bed and clasped her hands over her face.









NINE


As Stephanie undressed for bed, the tenant in the room across the hallway began to cry.


It had to be the same girl Stephanie had glimpsed earlier. The tall woman with the lovely perfume was now producing a shuddery weeping sound that travelled through two walls to Stephanie, the kind of despair that came from the bottom of the lungs, when a throat burned with the taste of a swim in the sea. A sound that felt complementary to her own situation and the very house, as if this building was a place where misery flourished.


All of Stephanie’s resentment at the girl’s refusal to acknowledge her vanished. The grief she could hear heaved with everything that made life temporarily unbearable.


No good. She wouldn’t be able to just lie in bed, swimming in her own self-pity, while listening to that. The girl across the hall was really hurting. Her distress might also explain why she hadn’t spoken to Stephanie earlier, or even paused in her headlong charge back to her room; maybe the woman had simply been unable to face anyone.


But was this also the same woman she had heard behind the fireplace last night?


It couldn’t have been, because the voice in the fireplace had come from a different direction, seemingly from the other side of the house. So there could be two deeply unhappy women here. Three if she counted herself.


Another idea struck Stephanie. The other tenant might be in the same situation as her: broke, a victim of coercion, under the threat of violence for defiance, stuck, trapped . . . Was she being dramatic or had that been the subtext of her most recent exchange with the landlord?


BIG ROOM. 40 QUID FOR WEAK. GIRLS ONLY. Why?


Stephanie opened the door to her room and stepped into the hallway.


And came to a standstill before reaching for the light switch.


The sensation was akin to stepping outside the building without a coat. There was a plummet in the air temperature – a terrible cold that registered the moment she was engulfed by the thick darkness. And a smell that brought her to a halt – an odour akin to being inside a wooden space, fragranced by emptiness, dust and old timber, like a wooden shed. She was overwhelmed by the notion that she had just stepped into a different building. Or the same place altered so profoundly that it may as well have been somewhere else.


A solitary streetlight beyond the garden offered a meagre glow to silhouette the wooden handrail and a pallid patch of staircase wall. A strip of light fell out of Stephanie’s room and suggested a dark carpet, some scuffed skirting board. The red door opposite her own was barely visible.


But these vague suggestions of the building’s scruffy interior were oddly welcome, because they were real, while she felt . . . Yes, she could better identify it now . . . she felt an acute anguish. Abandonment. Like the first morning after her dad passed away. A hopelessness fully realized and suffocating and exhausting at the same time: something that would drive you insane if it didn’t pass within minutes; if it wasn’t relieved. But the feeling tonight, outside her room, was worse, because the overwhelming solitude wouldn’t end for whoever was truly experiencing it. And that was the strangest thing of all.


This atmosphere, or sensation, that occupied the physical space of the passageway was not recognizable as being of her own making, as being generated by her own emotions. And this notion that she had been engulfed by someone else’s distress, in effect stepped into its orbit, as irrational as it was, did not feel imagined either.


Or was it?


Now she was beyond the reach of a balanced state of mind herself, and what felt like actual physical safety after no more than a single step outside of her room, she heard herself whimper. And the shock of hearing her own small cry, in the cold and half blindness that was so vast it gave her vertigo, made her strike out at the light switch on the wall.


But the horrid feelings persisted through the sudden coming of light to the corridor, which also did nothing to stem the cries of the grief-stricken girl.


No light escaped from the room opposite her own. The occupant was weeping in the dark.


Stephanie forced herself to cross the corridor to go to the crying woman. She knocked on the door. ‘Hello. Please. Miss. Miss, please. Can I help?’ She knocked again, twice, and stepped back.


But the girl was inconsolable, undeterred and undisturbed by the sound of a neighbour.


Stephanie tried again and spoke at the door. ‘I just want you to know that you can talk to me. If you want to. I’m just across the hall. In the room opposite.’


The girl began to talk, but not to her and not in English. It sounded like Russian. A language as hard and fast as the Russian she’d heard spoken before, the words struggling through sobs.


‘English? Do you speak English?’ Just open the door, she wanted to shout. We can communicate with our eyes, our faces. I’ll even hold you. But please stop. It’s too much . . . too much for me . . .


Outside the house, knacker’s dog barked and leaped against the full extent of its chain.


Inside the building, from two floors down, footsteps erupted and skittered in haste against the tiled floor.


The footsteps bumped up the stairs to the first floor. Then began a scrabbling, urgent ascent to the second storey.


Stephanie didn’t move, was not sure what to do. Though she was curious as to the appearance of another tenant, she was intimidated by the swift and loud nature of the movement up through the house, that also suggested the motion had been evoked by the woman’s distress.


The light on the second floor landing clicked out. Stephanie turned for the light switch but only succeeded in covering her mouth because of . . . what? The gust. The sudden pall of . . . what was it? Sweat? old male or animal sweat.


She gasped to keep the stench out of her lungs. Remembered the fungal scent when she’d sat on a bus behind a man with no grasp of personal hygiene. The smell in this house suggested a lather had been worked up by anger and alcohol. It was accompanied by a sudden, unpleasant sensation of herself twisting within thickly haired arms while she struggled to breathe. She didn’t know why she had imagined this, and was too panicked to understand, but a determined muscular violence seemed to be driving the odour through the house.


The hot animal smell, now spiced with what she recognized as gum disease, replaced the scent of aged and unfinished wood, and so entirely that she doubted the underfloor cavity scent had ever existed.


Instinct informed her that if she didn’t get inside her room and lock the door swiftly, something terrible, and perhaps final, would happen to her this very night. Irrational to think this, like she was a child running up the stairs to her bedroom all over again, so convinced something was following her that she’d often heard footsteps behind. But she did move, and fast, through the doorway of her room, to fall against the inside of the door. She turned the key the moment the door banged shut.


Upstairs a window opened and she heard knacker roar, ‘Shat up!’ at the dog, which fell to whining and then silence.


Outside her room the footsteps reached the second floor and stopped, as if the owner had paused to catch his breath, before the bangs of his angry feet commenced down the hallway, to her room . . .


Stephanie stepped away from the door, on the verge of a scream.


The footsteps stopped outside.


A fist banged on the door of the room opposite her own.


Thank God it’s her he wants and not me.


The door across the hall opened.


‘No,’ she whispered. Don’t let him in! she screamed inside her head.


Silence.


Not moving, she stood in her room, a few feet behind the locked door, her hands over her mouth, her eyes watering from the strain of not blinking, her head aching from the strain of incomprehension.


At the end of her hearing a bed began to creak vigorously, back and forth. The noise failed to conceal the accompanying sound of rhythmic grunts.









TEN


After Stephanie checked inside the wardrobe, under the desk, behind the curtains and beneath the bedframe, she climbed under her duvet and lay awake with the lights on. She’d moved the bedside lamp closer to the edge of the bedside cabinet, with the metal shade angled upwards to add power to the ceiling light, and to make it more accessible for one of her arms in an emergency.


The noise of sex across the hall had been frenzied but brief. The girl had not made a sound during the encounter. Stephanie had feared that she’d heard a rape, because why would a woman so distressed consent to sex with another tenant, and one whose movements through the house implied aggression?


It could not have been knacker in the girl’s room because he was upstairs; she’d heard him shout at the dog. She wondered if the man that had thundered up through the house was the owner of the leather-soled shoes that she had heard leaving the house that morning. Not catching up with him may have proven to be a lucky escape. The first break she had caught here.


Distaste mixed with her fear of sexual assault as she considered the nature of the relationship between the girl and the man that smelled like an animal. Had the girl offered a whimper of resistance, Stephanie would have called the police. But her neighbour hadn’t made any sound, as if she were no longer even present in the room across the hall.


The man was still with her too, perhaps lying with her as if they were lovers. Maybe they were lovers entangled insanely in one of those love-hate relationships fuelled by aggression, and the girl had grown used to his smell. Stephanie squeezed her eyes shut at all of the horror in that thought.


She opened her eyes and tried to make sense of the atmosphere that had engulfed her out in the corridor: the cold emptiness, fragranced like an uninhabited wooden space, all around her. But she never came close to an understanding of the scent, beyond entertaining a brief and unconvincing notion that she had smelled stale air rising, but rising from where?


The same bewilderment applied to her attempt to understand the bestial smell. From whom could such a powerful gust of raw and feral maleness have risen? For how long would you have to avoid soap and water to cultivate such an odour?


She wondered if her interpretation of the male presence had been affected by her confrontation with knacker. Maybe their argument had tainted her into believing she was in danger from men in this building. She didn’t know. Didn’t really know anything about this place, or anyone inside it. All she knew was that she was tense and frightened and anxious and exhausted, with nowhere else to go. But she also realized that no matter how bad her life seemed, the life of someone nearby was probably worse. The memory of the woman’s grief still made her nerves jangle. She imagined being in another country and in the same situation as the girl; a country in which she didn’t know the language and couldn’t even understand an offer of help at her door.
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